INTRODUCTION {#sec1-1}
============

Around the time of Independence, the metaphor of madness is best exemplified by Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru, who, in his address to the nation on January 31, 1948, the morning after the assassination of Mahatma Gandhi, said, "A madman has put an end to his life, for I can only call him mad who did it."\[[@ref1]\] Events between 1857 and 1947 brought to the fore, both metaphorical concepts of madness and sanity as well as psychopathological manifestations of contemporary political preoccupations.

PREINDEPENDENCE ANECDOTES {#sec1-2}
=========================

In 1857, John Nicholson planned his long march from his cantonment in Punjab to Delhi, to recapture Delhi and overthrow the last Mughal Emperor, Bahadur Shah Zaffar, who had become the center for the First War of Independence. Nicholson was an Irishman, an army commander, rather colorful, someone who could be called almost psychopathic. He had allegedly impressed the Sikhs so much with his reckless valor and dash, that he had a sect named after him as Nickel-seyni\'s, who were prepared to obey his orders to the end. A year earlier, while at Bannu in the North-West frontier, when a man with a long sword had rushed him one morning, Nicholson, grabbing a musket from one of his guards, ordered him to put the sword down. When the man refused, and insisted that "either he or I must die," Nicholson shot him dead, and commented in a letter that "the poor wretch turns out to be Marwutee who had been religiously mad for some time ...his spiritual instructor disappeared entirely, and I am afraid, gone into the hills."\[[@ref2]\]

In the aftermath of 1857, in addition to the various hangings, beheadings, and blowing away from cannons, some individuals did find their way into lunatic asylums. As a soldier visiting the Asylum in Benares on August 24, 1861 described: "Among the many idiots there confined was one calling himself a Pundit, who talked so fast and long as to the destruction of the Europeans in India that one would almost credit him with sanity, were he not known to be otherwise; vehement in his manner of delivery as to his determination in regard to all white faces he certainly must have had some knowledge of what had transpired in the mutiny and as we saw that he desired to continue his conversation on that topic the warder cut him short by ordering him into his cell and locking him up.\[[@ref3]\]"

Political themes continued to be reflected in patients' accounts. In 1877,\[[@ref4]\] Mr. H, an Irishman living in Delhi, began saying that he had become a Duke, and that his pay had been stolen by the British Government and spent on buying oranges(!). He converted to Islam at the Jama Masjid, and took the name Ahmed Din. He said he was on the way to Kabul, as the Russians were expected to help the Muslims to overthrow the British. He exhorted the Muslims to unite, and get ready for the event, and meet the Russians in Peshawar. Across the road, in the garrison at the Red Fort, the British became very worried. Whether Mr. H had a deeper knowledge of the "Great Game" of Kipling, or a prescient vision of the Afghanistan and South Asian power games of the Europeans is unclear! He was arrested, and declared "insane." This caused much consternation, and furore in Delhi, because it was widely believed that he had been labeled insane for deciding to convert from Christianity to Islam, rather than the other way around. There were protests in the areas around the Jama Masjid. The population of Delhi was thought to be "highly excitable," as the events of 1857 had shown, and it was thought prudent to not keep him in the Delhi asylum. He was shifted to the Asylum at Colaba, Bombay (where there was a small Asylum for the British, en route to the Asylums in the UK) maintained by the East India Company. The authorities perhaps realized the political impact of certain ideas, even though the source of these ideas could be defined to be bereft of reason.

In contrast, another patient in the Delhi Asylum\[[@ref5]\] wanted to help Queen Victoria, by interceding in the North West, and rule Kabul on her behalf. Mr. Imrit, in the Delhi Asylum in 1883, claimed he was the descendant of the Sen Dynasty (a Hindu dynasty that ruled Bengal in the 11^th^--12^th^ centuries). He said that he had leased India on contract to the British for 80 years, after which he would divide it between the Russians and the Chinese (predating the dissensions among Bengals' intellectuals between Marxist and Maoist ideas by a century). Much amazement was also caused by Mr. Habib Shah,\[[@ref4]\] who was discovered one morning in 1883 on the Emperors throne at the Diwan-E-Am in the Red Fort, claiming to be the Emperor, and the last of the Mughal Dynasty as he had been sent by Nizam-ud-Din (the Sufi patron saint of the Mughal empire). How he reached there, the Fort being an army encampment, remained a mystery. In any case, when rulers call each other mad, madmen have every right to be rulers too!! Whether the "Great Game" had already seeped into the consciousness of the community, including those who were admitted into the Asylums; or was it the creation of madmen that spread from the Asylums into the community is still open to conjecture.

NOTIONS OF "MADNESS" AROUND INDEPENDENCE {#sec1-3}
========================================

Ideas about the independence of India gradually spread all over India and even in in the Kingdom of Mysore, patients were to occasionally describe such preoccupations.

As the politics of the region became more fractious and unreasonable, the growing communal problem was often viewed as a sign of madness. A tract written in 1943 set about describing the various machinations going on as the Political Insanity of India (Vakeel 1943).\[[@ref6]\] Commenting on the "orgy of vituperation, slogans, alternating threats of civil disobedience and retirements into wilderness...indulging in torrents of verbosity" he pleaded for a "return to sanity." Vakeel bemoans that by "exploiting passions on all sides" a "few are guiding the many to disaster...as they are responsible with their fantastic hallucinations and interpretations of freedom and slavery for a good deal of unhappiness in the country." He was very worried that in the near future, many would suffer for the sins of a few and warned that "what I am writing is portentous" A few years later, when all that had been predicted had indeed come to pass, many commentators did indeed invoke the vision of madness as being responsible for the violence during the partition.

Early in September 1947, Gandhi referred to the violence following the declaration of Independence as "let it be said of them that the inhabitants of Delhi had gone mad temporarily but that sanity had now returned".\[[@ref7]\] Since this recovery was short lived and frequent relapses of pointless violence and intemperate speech occurred, he again issued a plea for a "Return to Sanity," a few days before he was assassinated.\[[@ref8]\] A reporter covering the funeral of Mahatma Gandhi, and sitting with Nehru on the deck of the gun carriage that formed the cortege, commented on how the procession was delayed on the banks of the Yamuna, by a madman\[[@ref9]\] dancing in front of the carriage. The whole procession came to a halt, while the man was (presumably kindly) led, away.

CONTEMPORARY IDEAS {#sec1-4}
==================

Many ideas that have guided recent history were once thought to be inimical to social order, even dangerous, or symptoms of madness. We are all familiar with the persecution of Galileo for overturning the shared belief that the sun revolved around the earth, and the many ideas of Newton which transformed the world. Newton formally believed in alchemy, and wrote Principia Mathematica during a prolonged period of seclusion, allegedly an episode of nervous breakdown. The world of politics is also well populated by accounts of the Madness of Kings, but it is the madness of the people often reflects the madness of their Kings.

Such notions of what stands in the realm of reality, wishful thinking, imagination and what borders on over-valued ideas or even delusions are resonant in contemporary times. Several books with titles such as Imagining India and Re-Imagining India have emerged over the past two decades. The borders between imagination and delusion being somewhat hazy, as these accounts show, in the clinical context, they could obviously be of concern, particularly in political and religious contexts. As Pope pointed out in the 19^th^ century, that being "irrational, the insane though in the State are not of the State. On the other hand, although not of the State the insane are yet in the State.[@ref9]^,\[10\]^" In view of this complexity, it is only logical that the borders between madman and the State are somewhat permeable, and both their histories intertwined.
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